In June 2006, PAHO/WHO certified Brazil as having eliminated Chagas disease transmission by both the principal vector (Triatoma infestans) and transfusion of blood and blood products. Carlos Chagas' greatest dream was thus achieved, as the result of determination by scientists and thousands of anonymous "health guards" in a saga launched by Emmanuel Dias more than 60 years ago. In the 1970s there were still more than five million Brazilians infected with Trypanosoma cruzi, with an estimated 100 thousand-plus new cases per year and more than 10 thousand deaths. Only 5% of the blood banks screened their donors, and more than 700 municipalities in the country had households infested with T. infestans. Death occurred early, among young adults, and there was no effective treatment. It was a huge social problem, with thousands of orphans and widows and patients incapacitated by severe cardiopathy. The only vulnerable links in the disease were the insect vector, lodged in destitute rural shacks, and the blood banks, where 5 to 7% of donors were infected. In the 1980s, major pressure from Brazilian scientists led to the prioritization of a national program against the disease, covering the endemic area with insecticide and implementing screening in the blood banks. In 1991, the Southern Cone countries joined ranks in the common struggle, achieving extraordinary results in Uruguay, Chile, and parts of Argentina and Paraguay. In order to be certified, Brazil had millions of human dwellings purged and inspected, and the number of captured T. infestans dropped from more than 80 thousand in 1979 to fewer than 40 specimens in 2005. There were no more children or youth infected, blood bank control reached 100%, and infection prevalence in donor candidates decreased to 0.65%. Fewer Chagas patients are dying today, and the remaining infected individuals are living longer due to advances in medicine and greater coverage of medical care. All these are good reasons to celebrate.
